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THE  BOOK  THAT  WILL  NOT  BE  BOUND 


".    .    . but  tke.  mud  o{>  God  aj>  not  bound." 

II  Timothy  2:9 

I'll  be  a  long  time  forgetting  my  first  visit  to 
the  Princeton  University  Chapel.   It  happened  in  the 
late  1940 's  while  I  was  still  a  student  at  the  seminary 
near  by.   The  evening  was  to  feature  a  message  by  the 
renowned  Martin  Niemoller ,  a  servant  of  Jesus  Christ 
who  had  recently  been  delivered  from  the  Dachau  concen- 
tration camp  by  an  American  liberation  army. 

I  arrived  with  five  minutes  to  spare  and  discov- 
ered that  the  nave  was  fully  occupied  save  for  a  few 
seats  at  the  very  front  on  the  left .   It  was  soon  made 
plain  to  me  why  these  seats  had  not  been  filled.   The 
viewing  angle  to  the  raised  pulpit  directly  overheard 
was  painfully  difficult. 

At  the  appropriate  time  the  guest  preacher  as- 
cended the  spiral  staircase,  took  his  place  in  the  pul- 
pit, snapped  on  the  light  and  prepared  to  speak.   His 
angular  face  was  crowded  with  history  and  lined  with 
suffering.   It  was  a  sermon  in  itself.   In  heavily  Ger- 
manic English  he  announced  his  text,  II  Timothy  2:9, 
",  .  .but  the  word  of  God  is  no t» bound." 


Pastor  Niemoller  went  on  to  speak  of  the  Bible 
from  dramatic  personal  experience.   As  a  political 
prisoner  he  had  been  stripped  of  all  of  his  possessions 
—  including  his  Bible.   Yet,  thanks  to  the  providence 
of  God,  the  scriptures  had  been  smuggled  in  to  him  by 
friendly  Nazi  guards.   Behind  bars  he  was  thus  able  to 
nurture  himself  and  offer  a  remarkable  ministry  of  hope 
to  his  fellow  prisoners.   "The  Word  of  God  is  not  bound." 


Today  on  Bible  Sunday,  it  is  fitting  that  we 
reflect  together  on  the  ability  of  the  Bible  to  outwit 
and  outlive  those  who  would  take  it  captive.   Over  the 
years  the  Bible  has  been  banned  and  burned  more  than 
any  other  book.   And  yet  it  lives.   It  has  more  lives 
than  a  cat.   More  clout  than  a  manifesto.   More  durabil- 
ity than  a  classic.   And  more  comfort  than  a  mother's 
arms. 

Across  the  centuries  kings  have  sought  to  keep 
that  book  from  their  subjects.   Henry  VIII,  for  example, 
conceded  the  right  of  people  to  read  the  Bible  in  pri- 
vate, but  he  refused  to  allow  the  book  to  be  read  in 
groups,  save  in  corporate  worship. 

Slave  owners  in  the  United  States  in  many  in- 
stances opposed  literacy  for  their  human  chattels 
lest  their  slaves  should  discover  the  Bible  for  them- 
selves and  throw  off  their  chains. 

I  believe  that  Horace  Greeley  was  right  when  he 
observed  that  it  is  impossible  to  mentally  or  socially 
enslave  a  Bible-reading  people. 

During  World  War  II  a  man  was  incarcerated  in 
Great  Britain  for  printing  and  circulating  the  Sermon 
on  the  Mount  --  without  any  editorial  comment.   For 
this  action  he  was  charged  with  conduct  prejudicial  to 
the  national  safety.   "But  the  Word  of  God  is  not  bound." 

The  church  at  times  has  sought  to  keep  the  Bible 
from  the  people.   The  basic  grievance  filed  by  the  re- 
formers against  the  Medieval  Church  had  to  do  with  the 
scriptures.   The  church  had  bound  the  book  to  an  ancient 
language  and  prevented  the  people  from  having  access 
to  it.   The  Bible,  as  it  were,  was  spooned  out  to  the 
laity  by  the  clergy. 

To  this  Martin  Luther  severely  objected.   Trans- 
formed himself  by  a  direct  exposure  to  the  book  of  Romans 
he  led  a  transformation  of  the  world.   It  was  his  belief 
that  the  Bible  belonged  to  every  member  of  the  believing 
community.   That  belief  coupled  with  his  remarkable 
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translation  of  the  scriptures  into  the  German  language 
re-directed  the  history  of  Western  civilization.  "The 
Word  of  God  is  not  bound." 

As  individuals,  we  have  periodically  sought  to 
keep  the  Bible  from  ourselves.   Soren  Kierkegaard  once 
raised  the  question,  "How  can  one  who  is  a  Christian 
become  a  Christian?"   He  meant  by  that,  how  can  one 
who  is  nominally  related  to  Christianity  become  dynam- 
ically responsive  to  it.   Our  question  today  is,  How 
can  one  who  believes  the  Bible,  believe  the  Bible? 
That  is,  how  can  one  who  was  raised  in  awarencess  of 
the  Bible  attach  himself  to  its  message  in  lively 
faith? 

Our  problem  is  that  of  over-exposure  and  over- 
familiarity.   Not  that  we  formally  reject  the  Bible. 
Never!  We  just  set  it  aside  in  a  mood  of  unwarranted 
sophistication.   How  easy  it  is, even  for  professional 
churchmen,  to  feel  that  we  have  outgrown  the  Bible = 

I  confess  that  I  have  "exhausted"  the  Bible 
several  times  in  my  ministry.   (Most  preachers  look 
for  a  new  Bible  two  years  out  of  seminary. )  Each  time 
I  have  been  brought  back  by  unavoidable  life  experi- 
ences that  exposed  my  poverty  without  the  scriptures. 
Just  as  the  Prodigal  lost  sight  of  how  rich  he  had 
been  at  home  until  he  hungered  for  the  husks  in  the 
far  country,  so  the  treasures  of  the  Bible  are  often 
lost  to  us  until,  having  left  them,  we  are  driven  back, 

"The  Word  of  God  is  not  bound."  Not  even  by 
our  indifference.   It  will  not  stay  imprisoned  in  our 
neglect.   Woodrow  Wilson  once  noted  that  "It  is  very 
difficult  indeed  for  a  man  or  for  a  boy  (he  might  have 
added,  for  a  woman  or  for  a  girl)  who  knows  the  scrip- 
tures ever  to  get  away  from  it.   It  follows  him  like 
the  memory  of  his  mother.   It  haunts  him  like  an  old 
song.   It  reminds  him  like  the  words  of  an  old  and 
revered  teacher.   It  forms  a  part  of  the  warp  and 
woof  of  his  life."1 
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We  live  today  in  the  age  of  the  religious  audi- 
tor.  This  is  particularly  true  of  Christians  who  were 
once  a  lively  part  of  the  fellowship,  but  who  are  now, 
for  one  reason  or  another,  formally  disengaged.   Some 
times  such  auditors  drift  in  and  out  of  large  churches 
without  losing  their  anonymity.   In  some  instances  they 
keep  in  touch  by  radio.   Some  of  them  may  be  listening 
today.   In  other  cases  they  keep  up-to-date  by  perusing 
Christian  publications. 

I  have  words  for  any  auditors  that  this  message 
might  reach.   You  cannot  shake  this  book!   This  book 
will  not  be  bound,  even  by  your  indifference.   Its 
words  and  metaphors  and  similes  are  in  your  speech. 
Its  images  and  symbols  are  in  your  mind.   Its  picture 
of  God  shapes  your  view  of  life.   Its  hopefulness  is 
something  that  you  would  not  live  without. 

Frequently  our  indifference  gives  way  to  a  re- 
examination of  this  book  by  virture  of  our  children's 
interest  in  it .   I  have  in  mind  families  in  my  ken 
who  treated  the  Bible  as  an  innocuous  heirloom  until 
a  son  or  daughter  away  at  college  came  upon  the  power 
of  the  book  —  perhaps  in  some  modern  translation  — 
and  was  turned  on. 

I  learned  last  week  in  my  visit  to  Cambridge, 
Massachusetts  that  nightly  prayer  and  Bible  study 
groups  in  the  residence  halls  of  Harvard  University 
enlist  more  students  than  any  other  extra-curricular 
activity  on  that  campus  I   The  Word  of  God  is  not 
bound.   Suppress  it  here  and  it  rises  there! 


There  is  another  point  that  must  be  made  before 
we  close,  else  all  that  we  have  said  so  far  would  lie 
open  to  the  charge  of  bibliolatry  --  the  worship  of  a 
book. 

When  St.  Paul  wrote  to  Timothy,  (I  believe  that 
Paul  is  the  author  although  the  point  is  in  dispute) 
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saying,  "the  Word  of  God  is  not  bound,"  he  did  not 
mean  the  Bible.   Indeed,  he  could  not  have  meant  the 
Bible  for  there  was  no  Bible  then.   By  Word  of  God,  he 
meant  God's  message.   He  meant  the  gospel.   He  meant 
the  preaching.   He  meant  the  proclamation  of  Jesus 
of  Nazareth  as  the  seed  of  David  raised  from  the  dead. 

What  he  is  saying  is  that  even  though  he  himself 
was  chained  to  a  Roman  guard  and  very  much  a  prisoner, 
the  Word  that  had  been  committed  to  him  could  not  be 
fettered  or  bound.   As  a  matter  of  fact,  Paul  made  a 
veritable  evangelistic  center  out  of  his  jail  cell. 
From  there  he  wrote  some  of  his  notable  letters.   He 
had  a  profound  effect  on  his  guards  and  fellow  prison- 
ers.  Onesimus,  for  one,  came  to  faith  in  Christ  as  one 
of  Paul's  fellow  inmates.   Paul  was  what  he  described 
himself  to  be,  an  ambassador  in  bonds.   (Eph.6:20) 
Because  he  was  in  jail  some  Christians  on  the  outside 
determined  to  re-double  their  efforts  for  the  cause. 
The  kingdom  went  from  strength  to  strength. 

I  may  be  bound,  he  is  saying,  but  the  word  of 
God  is  not  bound.   You  don't  stop  any  truth  by  stopping 
those  who  hold  it.   You  don't  stop  the  gospel  by  what 
you  do  or  not  do  with  the  Bible.   The  word  that  burned 
in  the  heart  of  Paul  has  a  life  and  vitality  of  its 
own. 

I  wish  we  Christians  could  rediscover  the  truth. 
In  one  of  his  most  amazing  observations,  St.  Paul  said, 
"We  cannot  do  anything  against  the  truth  but  only  for 
the  truth."   (II  Cor.  13:8)   I  like  the  way  The  20th 
Century  New  Testament  renders  that  verse :   "We  have  no 
power  at  all  against  the  truth  but  we  have  power  in  the 
service  of  the  truth." 

The  Bible  has  no  magic  properties  that  keep  its 
life  going.   It  retains  its  power  over  human  life  be- 
cause it  bears  unique  witness  to  God's  irrepressible 
love!   It  is  not  its  cosmology.   It  is  not  its  poetry. 
It  is  not  the  beauty  of  its  various  translations.   It 
is  the  fact  that  it  bears  unique  witness  to  God's  ir- 
repressible love  that  keeps  it  moving  across  the  years 
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in  every  place.   To  say  it  differently,  God's  love  is 
sovereign.   It  can  implement  itself.   The  old,  old 
story  of  the  love  of  God  is  here  not  by  our  leave  or 
by  our  zeal  but  because  it's  true. 

We  are  not  called  to  be  defenders  of  the  Bible. 
Christian  people  in  a  trying  age  tend  to  imagine  them- 
selves as  defenders  of  the  Divine.   It  is  only  a  short 
step  from  that  nonsense  to  paranoia.   We  are  not  called 
to  be  defenders  of  the  Bible!  We  are  not  here  to  fran- 
tically guard  it  against  extinction!   The  word  of  God 
has  a  life  of  its  own.   The  Lord  Himself  has  declared 
that  His  Word  will  not  return  to  Him  void.   (Isa. 55:11) 
The  Bible  doesn' t  need  us:   It  is  we  who  need  the 
Bible.   It  is  not  bound  without  us :   It  is  we  who 
are  bound  without  it! 

The  verb  "to  hear"  is  a  dominant  verb  in  the 
scriptures  --  especially  in  the  imperative  mood.   The 
reason  why  we  are  told  to  hear  is  because  someone  is 
speaking.   Listening  is  a  matter  of  life  and  death  -- 
not  for  the  speaker  but  for  us! 

When  Rudolf  Bultmann  was  lecturing  in  the  Boston 
area  back  in  1950,  Biblical  scholars  thereabouts  arrangec 
a  debate  between  him  and  Dr.  Paul  Minear.   As  the  debate 
wore  to  its  conclusion,  Prof.  Minear  attempted  a  sum- 
mation:  "The  major  difference  between  us,  Mr.  Bultmann 
is  clear.   Your  concern  is  that  we  demythologize  the 
New  Testament.  Mine  is  that  we  allow  the  New  Testament 
to  demythologize  us."   Exactly  so! 


CLOSING  PRAYER 


We  confiteA  ouuudLv&b,  d<iaA  LoAd, 

to  be  ovoA-^td  and  undeA-nouAtAhed. 

We  have.  4  pent  oua  money  ^oa  that  wkJLch 
U>  not  bA&ad  and  oua  laboA  ^oa  that 
which  AcutU&toXh  not. 

Renew  ioA  ct6  tho.  powzA  and  ottAacXLon 
o{j  Thy  Wo  Ad  that  tt  may  woAk  am  lu> 
and  thAough  ua  oa  Thou  uiiZt 

ThAough  Je6tt4  Ch^Ut  oua  LoAd.       Amen 


FOOTNOTES: 

1.   Treasury  of  the  Christian  Faith,  p. 37,  Stanley  I. 
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